'I don't believe I could have received better treatment anywhere else -first class' ... 'An absolute nightmare ' If either or both of these statements appeared on your practice's profile on the NHS Choices website -how would you feel? What would you do?
The 'Tripadvisor for the medical profession', as NHS Choices has been dubbed, was launched in June 2007. The dental services area on the website came later in November 2010. The NHS Choices website states that it will help patients 'make choices about [their] health, from decisions about [their] lifestyle, such as smoking, drinking and exercise, to finding and using NHS services in England. ' Since its launch, the website statistics show that it has been relatively well-used by patients, with ever growing visitor numbers and page views. Now, three years on, we examine the performance and the effect of the website on dental practices in England.
The main area of concern regarding the dental services area on the NHS Choices website has been the accuracy of the information about dental practices. According to the BDA, problems reported seem to centre on access to the data, and the process of getting admin rights to update info and respond to comments. Under PCTs, dentists' profiles were generally updated by the local PCT Dental Leads. It appears that NHS Choices have always advocated that dentists themselves should have the ability to update their own details and respond to comments. 1 However, in some cases admin rights were retained by PCTs, which led to access problems and an appearance that NHS Choices was being used as a tool for micro-management of NHS practices.
However, according to the NHS Choices team, with the demise of PCTs they are encouraging dental practices to contact their service desk team directly at thechoicesteam@nhschoices. nhs.uk to request access and where possible to advise them on how to update their pages. They are also now encouraging the new area teams to play the same role as the PCTs used to in providing admin information to dentists.
The modification of the website has also been an ongoing source of consternation amongst practitioners. According to the NHS Choices website (www.nhs. uk), all comments are pre-moderated by trained staff to ensure that 'racist, libellous, generally offensive or defamatory comments' are not published and to ensure that individual staff are not named. Each practice has a right of reply for every comment. However, only a working email address is necessary to allow someone to leave a comment. Dr Paul Kelly, BDA representative on the NHS Choices Clinical Information Advisory Group (CIAG), has found that dentists' concerns 'are not usually based on the fact that patients can comment on their experience in a particular practice, but that anyone can comment anonymously on a site that claims to represent the NHS.' He says that in his experience 'one negative comment (whether it is accurate or not) posted amongst a sea of positive comments can undermine patient perception of the practice. 'This is why it concerns me that NHS Choices does not validate the comments made on the site...anyone can have a go!' Unfortunately, there is a delicate balance between protecting against biased or inaccurate comments and the ease of commenting for the user, in this case the patient.
There have been other more serious cases arising when patients use the website as a complaints process
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rather than as a review system as it is intended, such as patients complaining via a comment rather than directly to the practice; nonpatients posting on the website; or cases of untrue accounts of the service offered. Though not plentiful in number, these have obviously had a devastating impact on the practices and individual dentists involved. Dr Barry Westwood's practice in Surrey was severely impacted by the site when a decidedly negative comment about another practice was accidentally posted on their profile. Dr Westwood points out that 'this had the potential to be highly disruptive for my practice as I could have unfairly questioned my staff about something that wasn't true,' and he claims that NHS Choices' 'moderation is a complete farce.' According to Dr Kelly the prevailing view from colleagues 'seems to be one of frustration that public money,  How comments weigh out for individual practices: 43% received more positive comments than negative ones; 45% more negative comments than positive; 10% equal positive and negative  The number of patient comments about dentists is increasing every month -over 1,300 comments posted about dentists in July 2013
 Since the launch of the dental practice profiles, the average number of views per dental practice has been 3,382. These range from 86,582 views per individual practice to 0 views.
rather than being used to improve patient care, is being spent on a system that has no validation.' It seems that the NHS Choices website was never intended as a performance management tool and certainly not as an official avenue to make a complaint. On the whole, NHS Choices advocate that people should use the website to 'express their opinions, good and bad, about dental practices' so that people 'have the opportunity to comment on the services they receive...[to] help patients choose the right practice for them and their families'. 1 NHS Choices also make some effort to educate patients on how to use the website properly and the correct complaints procedures. 2 According to Dr Kelly, dentists 'can, and should, use the NHS Choices site to their advantage. ' The NHS Choices platform provides a 'free' web presence on a website that receives over 20 million visitors a month. Some practices are already availing of this by encouraging their satisfied patients to supply feedback on NHS Choices and providing them with the practice profile web address to facilitate this. If information is accurate and up to date, it could cut the time and cost of answering patient queries, such as questions about how to register and surgery opening hours. There is also extensive information about procedures and healthcare on the website that could be used by dentists as a pointer for patients to support treatment decisions or to help to explain best practice.
In July 2011, Prime Minister David Cameron set out principles underpinning the reform of UK public services in a speech where he claimed, 'right across our public services we're extending choice, giving patients the freedom to choose the healthcare they want, where they want. ' Considering that the policy of the present UK government and the NHS Constitution is focussed on patient choice and a user-led service, NHS Choices is unlikely to disappear anytime soon. *Information from NHS Choices website (http:// www.nhs.uk/) and from reports supplied by the NHS Choices Data management team on 9 September 2013, covering the period November 2010-September 2013.
